were at the core of its responsibilities, with provision of local roads being the most prominent. 1 Following the Second World War, local government functions broadened to include town planning and a range of welfare, environmental protection and leisure services.
The past few decades have been marked by an expansion of local government functions and there has been a shift in emphasis away from the traditional focus on 'services to property' towards a more expansive 'services to people' orientation (Dollery et al. 2009, p. 280) . This has been partly due to devolution of roles and responsibilities by other spheres of government, but also to market deregulation, industrial relations reform, the privatisation of public utilities, competition policy, technological advancement, and expanding service provision in response to community demands (Brackerz 2013, p. 7) .
Local governments in Australia operate under the same legislation and administrative frameworks as apply throughout the states in which they are located, with notionally the same powers and functions.
However, since the local government Acts tend to be "permissive rather than prescriptive" (Sansom et al. 2012, p. 15) , the larger and better resourced local governments are enabled to take on additional roles. Local government "performs regulatory tasks that would be difficult for a state government to administer because of their localised and varying nature" (Megarrity 2011, p. 2) for example the upkeep of local roads and the preparation of local strategic and land use plans.
A diverse range of roles, responsibilities and activities are required for local government to efficiently and innovatively deliver the range of local services that addresses community and stakeholder needs, and "without an effective local government, local economies and communities would struggle to operate, especially in regional Australia" (LGMA and ACELG 2013, p. 22) . Larger local governments can be significant players in metropolitan planning and management, but most are relatively small and lack the capacity to increase their influence. There are no metropolitan-scale councils (such as 'upper-tier' metropolitan or regional governments which comprise a number of smaller municipalities), although South East Queensland, managed by seven large local councils, is regarded as an exception (Sansom et al. 2012, pp. 12-13) . In this region, Brisbane City Council, with a population of 1, 131, 191 (estimated resident population as of June 2013 , see Brisbane City Council 2014 , is the most populous local government area in the country.
Council amalgamations have often been used as the key policy instrument for improving the efficiency of local government (Dollery et al. 2008) , although many councils have also opted for shared service arrangements through partnerships formed between groups of councils (Dollery et al. 2011 ). The adoption of either approach suggests the need for a wide range of managerial, community engagement and practical skills in order to ensure that service provision proceeds as smoothly as possible for the citizens concerned. Linked to these structural and other changes has been the growing demand for the greater involvement of citizens -beyond voting in local government elections -in decisions which affect their local areas, and this has inspired councils to explore novel forms of network, consumer and participatory democracy (McKinlay 2012, p. 16) .
A notable feature of recent decades has been the shift from 'local government' to 'local governance' (Denters and Rose 2005, p. 9) , linked to trends such as increased urbanisation, globalisation and new substantive and participatory demands. Governance implies that public decision-making concerning local issues increasingly involves multi-agency working, partnerships and policy networks which cut across organisational boundaries. In a governance milieu, local governments are taking part in networks that "they cannot easily steer, let alone dominate… [and] …the private sector, the local civil society and individual citizens have a much larger influence than before" (Van den Dool et al. 2010, p. 551 ).
This shift suggests that the capacity to operate explicitly within a 'governance mode' has become a hallmark of modern local government. New forms of networked governance have been evolving in practice and theory to replace narrow, hierarchical, adversarial and managerial modes that limit the ability of any one level of government, or any single stakeholder, to actively solve the complex problems that communities face (Abbott 2012, pp. 16-8) . In keeping with this shift, community consultation, guided by a community engagement strategy, has become an often legislated feature of local government practice, including through the strategic planning that councils pursue (see Tan and Artist 2013).
Local governments in Australia have an increasingly important role in environmental and sustainability implementation, including energy management, natural resource management and recycling (Thomas 2010) . They have a role in community development, which includes the planning and provision of community and cultural services, such as; childcare and family support; specialist services to elderly people, people with disabilities, low-income households and young people; and working with indigenous people and organisations (Hornby 2012, pp. 193-300) . Local governments have a significant involvement in arts and cultural development and from the early colonial times have been "responsible for the construction of municipal halls, civic centres, performing arts centres, art galleries, libraries and museum buildings, and associated infrastructure" (Hornby 2012, p. 309) .
In summary, key functions that are common to local governments throughout the country at the present time, whether as provider, contractor and/or coordinator of services, include services related to:
 engineering and infrastructure, including public works design, construction and maintenance of local roads, bridges and footpaths and drainage;  property, including solid waste and recycling;  administration, regulation and planning, including land use and town planning, development approvals and building inspection;  environment and health, including catchment management, parks and gardens, public toilets and noise control;  community and social services, including services for senior citizens, childcare services, youth centres and community housing facilities;  recreation, culture and education, including community halls, libraries and swimming pools. 
Workforce characteristics and challenges
Each council employs or contracts staff to provide local government services. In keeping with the wide range of local government functions, the work is varied. A study undertaken by Government Skills Australia in 2007 identified around 400 job roles across a typical council, and noted that these can be further broken down into a range of individual job titles (Curry 2010, p. 7) . The range of occupations can be classified into four main streams:
 corporate services and governance, including councillor support, finance and customer services;  engineering and infrastructure, including roads and bridges, waste and sanitation and design and architecture;  human and community services, including community development, libraries and recreation (including swimming pools);  planning and environment, including strategic planning, regulatory services and natural resource management. (LGMA and ACELG 2013, pp. 24-25) According to the recent Australian Local Government Workforce and Employment Survey (Hastings et al. 2015) , local government employs a large and diverse workforce that comprises around 10.2% of the total public sector. As of 2013, there were 192,500 people working in Australian local government, out of a total of 1.8m public sector employees nationally.
Within local government 37% of employees are aged 50 years or over, compared to the Australian labour force average of 29%. Male employees are on average older than female employees (Hastings et al. 2015) . Local government employs a large number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people: although local government employees represent just over 10% of the total public service workforce, 22% of all indigenous public sector workers are employed by local government.
Employees of local governments have higher levels of educational attainment than the all-industriesworkforce across Australia, with 65% of men and 70% of women in local government having a postschool qualification compared to the national average of only 45% (Hastings et al 2015) . In areas where local government has difficulty recruiting staff due to skills shortages, it is also often in competition with other industries for these workers. In recent years, it has been particularly difficult to recruit engineers, planners, childcare staff, environmental health workers, surveyors and managers (Hastings et al 2015) . In addition to internal staff, local governments also make use of an external workforce of temporary staff, contractors and volunteers, adding to the complexity of workforce arrangements (McKeown and Lindorff 2011).
Factors such as an ageing workforce, changing technologies and skills shortages have an impact on workforce planning (Freyens 2011; Neville 2012; Tan 2012) . For example, changes in population settlement patterns are influential in determining the level and type of services to be delivered by local authorities, and thus the demands for specific skills. In many parts of Australia, councils face challenges in meeting the needs of an ageing population while dealing with the implications of an ageing workforce. In rural and remote areas, staff recruitment and retention can be difficult where populations are decreasing or where there is strong competition for workforce from the mining sector.
Building local government's capacity to anticipate and plan for these changes is crucial to ensuring the delivery of efficient and effective services (Tan 2012 ).
Both elected representatives and local council employees need to have an understanding of the legislative environment as it impacts upon the work of local government, and they preferably also need the skills to track the implications of legislative changes. Except for the Australian Capital Territory, each jurisdiction has a local government Act that provides the rules for the creation and operation of councils, in general covering how councils are elected and determining their powers to make and enforce by-laws or local laws (Productivity Commission 2012, p. 7).
Teaching and learning environment for Australian local government
The teaching and learning environment for local government in Australia is diverse. This can be linked to the complexity inherent in the local government sector described above, including the wide range of professional, skilled and semi-skilled persons employed internally or externally. Stakeholders and education providers include local councils themselves; local government associations, professional associations and industry skills councils; registered training organisations (RTOs); universities and colleges of technical and further education (TAFE); private sector providers; departments of local government in each jurisdiction; the Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations of the Australian Government; and unions. Local government in Australia is not well serviced by the tertiary education sector. Many universities offer a postgraduate programme in some form of government studies (eg public policy or public management), but at the time of the inventory in 2010 only four offered postgraduate courses with an explicit focus on local government. This is despite the fact that the sector includes a "complex mix of characteristics and motivations which require specifically tailored solutions" (Artist 2010, pp. 7-8) .
Staff activities and the character of each local council are guided by the decisions made by elected councillors (Megarrity 2011, p. 1) . There are around 6,600 elected councillors in Australia with an average of just under ten councillors per council (Davy and Brands 2012, p. 9) . In keeping with their political function, the role of councillors is to represent their community at council meetings, committees and functions; to communicate local council decisions to the public; to develop council policies; and to make decisions relating to those policies (Megarrity 2011, p. 1) , all of which require knowledge and skills that suggest the need for tailored councillor training (Davy and Brands 2012) .
Rationale for the 'Learning in Local Government' study
In order to advance an understanding of education and professional development for Australian local government and identify needs on both supply and demand sides, the Australian Centre of Excellence for Local Government (ACELG) funded a study entitled 'Learning in Local Government' which aimed to explore education and professional development in Australian local government and to put forward an integrated national approach that would reflect the changing operational environment and role of councils. Within the context of the study, conducted from 2010 to 2012, a research team from the University of Technology, Sydney (UTS) Centre for Local Government aimed: to understand the local government sector's needs for essential skills now and into the future; to document the personal needs of people working in the sector for enhanced skills and career development; and to map the pathways between vocational and higher education and ongoing professional development. Key findings and implications from this study are described in this paper, in which the rationale for a focus on education and training is linked to understanding local governments as learning organisations (Örtenblad 2002; Rashman et al. 2009 ), and to acknowledge the particular features and workforce needs of local government in Australia.
The 'Learning in Local Government' study was undertaken within the context of a perceived lack of data on local government investment in education and training, despite the importance of such investment in light of the pressures on local government to be more efficient and effective. In keeping with conclusions drawn by Rashman et al (2009) , the study was seen as research that could help to understand the processes and influences which shape sector-specific features of organisational and inter-organisational learning within the local government sector. The intention was also to generate evidence that would encourage local government to invest more in its current and future workforce, and to find ways to more efficiently address its needs for essential skills in the longer term.
Research suggests that much organisational learning has tended to be based on performance management and on development programmes orientated towards the individual (Vince and Broussine 2000) . Sanderson (2001) points out that a focus on organisational culture is likely to enhance the capacity for longer-term change and improvement. There is a substantial literature advocating the importance to individuals of engaging in lifelong learning to ensure their ongoing employability in the changing world of work; and arguing that organisations need to display a commitment to learning to enable them to face the challenges of globalisation, new technology, market pressures, innovation and survival (Rashman et al 2009, p. 487; Johnston and Hawke 2002, p. 11). Barrados and Mayne (2003, p. 88) argue that there is a need to institutionalise learning processes within public sector organisations, since -as is the case with private organisations -they are expected to value information, to have the ability to learn from the past, and to adapt to changing circumstances.
A learning culture is fostered when employees have an increased capacity to contribute to decisionmaking, and it is also often associated with working with a range of external stakeholders or other partners (Johnston and Hawke 2002, p. 5) . In order for organisational changes to endure, managers and employees need to incorporate innovations into their daily routines, and this requires provision of resources to develop new processes and practices, to train employees and to test and experiment with innovations (Fernandez and Rainey 2006, p. 172) ; it also suggests that training should focus on equipping local government managers to be generalists, so as best to meet the evolving and changing needs of employees (Cox et al. 2010, p. 334 ).
Methods and data
The study was funded through the ACELG workforce development programme and was informed by Findings from these several sources are discussed next.
Programme inventory
The programme inventory included some innovative professional development initiatives which utilise content and modes of delivery tailored to meet the needs of local government, but also identified several difficulties in developing and accessing good education and professional 
Sector consultations
The aim of the sector consultations was to ascertain what local government organisations in Australia were considered to be key in order to improve education and professional development in local government (Artist and O'Connor 2011, pp. 2-3) . The following table was developed at the 2010 ACELG National Local Government Workforce Development Forum to capture reflections and observations made by participants in workshop discussions on issues raised within the sector. There are significant costs in preparing relevant sector training materials and a need for experienced practitioners to contribute to the delivery of training.  There is a lack of facilitated pathways for individuals between RTOs, TAFEs and tertiary education qualifications.

The speed of change within the operating environment often outpaces the time needed to develop and accredit courses.
Across the local government sector  Good training development and provision at a broader scale requires a high degree of collaboration and significant time commitment.  There are inconsistencies across the states with regard to accessing federal funding, and an under-utilisation and lack of knowledge of the vocational education and training (VET) local government training package.
Survey
Respondents to the survey (N=900) were all local government employees and councillors. Around three-quarters of the respondents had worked in local government for over five years, and included executive and senior managers, line managers and supervisors, professional officers, administration officers and skilled workers. The survey questions explored respondents' involvement in education and professional development while working in local government, their current level of education, the modes of learning used, the quality of the learning experience, and their desired future educational needs. Key findings from the survey data are described next.
Just over half of all survey respondents had a TAFE Certificate or Diploma, detailed in Table 2 . Just over half of all the respondents had a university degree, detailed in Table 3 . Seminars, workshops and conferences (full-day, half-day and one-or two-hour events) were the most commonly utilised mode of professional development across all roles. Only 26% of respondents had participated in training that occurred over more than two days.
Most of the respondents reported that they make use of written reference material as a source of learning: 68% of respondents used material distributed by a professional association; 53% used reference books; and 51% used material prepared by their councils. The use of material prepared by other councils was lower, with results showing that only 27% used material prepared by another Australian council, and 10% had access to material from local governments in other countries.
Just over one-third of respondents had participated in formal work-related mentoring or coaching from someone outside their council, and almost three-quarters rated this experience as 'good' or 'very good'. Major reasons given for these responses were that mentoring can be tailored to individual needs and provides greater insight into personal ways of operating. Participants also liked to be able to bounce around ideas and issues, particularly with someone from outside the organisation.
Distance and online learning had been utilised by almost half of all the respondents, although councillors were an exception in that only 3% indicated that they had used this form of learning.
Distance learning was particularly favoured by those from more remote areas, and respondents also noted that it gave them the ability to balance family and work commitments and flexibility to manage study around their responsibilities. Many noted that self-discipline was required to make effective use of distance learning and that the lack of peer support was sometimes a disadvantage.
Respondents were generally positive about the education and professional development activities in which they had participated.
Figure 1: Levels of agreement with statements relating to relevance of and satisfaction with education and professional development activities
At the same time, they described the following as the major barriers to accessing education and professional development:
Figure 2: Major barriers to accessing education and professional development
Topics and content that would be useful to respondents are described in Table 4 . The results show that the preferred topics and content for education and professional development programmes across all role groups were 'strategy and vision' (73%), 'community engagement' (72%) and 'change management' (67%). Also in connection with future preferences, 79% of respondents from all of the different role categories expressed interest in participating in training which provides information about other councils' work and innovations. In addition, 72% were interested in facilitated problem-solving with peers in other councils and 71% were interested in exchange opportunities with other councils. These findings suggest that peer learning and good practice exchange would be fruitful methodologies to incorporate in education and professional development programmes for local government.
The place of e-learning and distance learning
Included in the survey were questions relating to training providers', councils' and learners' use of elearning and distance learning. Almost half of the respondents had utilised e-learning, with 62% of these rating the experience as 'very good' or 'good' (ACELG 2012). Distance learning was particularly favoured by respondents based in isolated, rural and regional locations, living with physical disabilities or having full-time work, as well as those who needed to balance work and family responsibilities, and those in mobile rather than office-based positions.
E-learning programmes for local government in Australia were found to include web-based modules, units and courses distributed over an intranet or the internet; distance education that leads to formal qualifications; webinars (web-based seminars), ie live lectures, workshops or presentations transmitted over the internet; e-mentoring, in which web-based tools, such as emails and chat applications, serve as the primary means of communication between a mentor and mentee; online inductions for employees, contractors or visitors; and blended learning, in which components of a course are offered partly online and partly face-to-face. The value of an e-Learning Portal to support councils was tested. The portal was a web-based platform hosted by ACELG that aimed to bring together a range of resources on e-learning for local government training providers and practitioners.
It also served as an online space for the exchange and sharing of ideas, experiences and opinions of elearning in local government. Findings from the study also suggested that local government training providers and councils across Australia are at various phases of implementing e-learning programmes as part of their education and professional development programmes.
The study identified several benefits of and barriers to e-learning (ACELG 2012, pp. 8-14) . Benefits included the following:
 e-learning offers personalised learning experiences and enables learners to choose tools and content appropriate to their learning needs, interests and skill levels;
 online delivery of training enables flexibility for individuals to balance their family, work and study commitments, and the delivery time of most online courses is typically shorter than instructor-led training, reducing the time an employee spends away from his/her job;
 the portability of mobile technologies enables learners to access and download content at their own convenience;
 e-learning reduces the costs that may be associated with traditional learning, such as fares, fuel, accommodation and childcare.
At the same time, respondents recognised that e-learning requires learners to have appropriate equipment, a level of competence with the technology, and access to technical support (ACELG 2012). It also requires a level of self-directed motivation and the ability to work unsupervisedunmotivated learners with poor study habits may fall behind. There may be high initial costs associated with designing and developing courses, as well as with course and system maintenance and updates. Some learners may miss the interactivity and networking opportunities that come with traditional learning, as well as the opportunity for face-to-face communication with teachers. Other learners may have trouble adapting to a new and unfamiliar mode of education delivery and may feel that e-learning is too theoretical, with online courses easily forgotten (ACELG 2012).
Workforce development and planning
As a follow-up to the survey, a review was carried out of the need for training in workforce development and planning, including identifying existing training and capacity-building initiatives for councils (Tan 2012) . Following a review of the literature which identified research and resources available on this subject, selected councils, local government associations, professional institutes, training providers and government agencies responsible for local government in each state and in the Northern Territory were contacted and interviewed about their programmes and activities to strengthen workforce development and planning.
Interview findings provided evidence that there is a lack of strategic importance accorded to workforce planning and development. This is despite the fact that current employees have to update and acquire new skills more frequently during their working lives than did workers from earlier generations. Councils tend to be conservative in their responses to new technologies and there is evidence that they struggle to understand the potential value of technologies such as social media to provide services, to communicate, consult and engage with residents, and to recruit staff. Another challenge that was highlighted by the interviewees was the limited availability of data for councils to plan ahead for workforce needs. This was due not only to the lack of a national minimum dataset for local government, but also the lack of council-specific data of a more qualitative nature. It should be noted that, since the time this survey was carried out, ACELG has conducted a 'Profile of the Australian Local Government Workforce' (Hastings et al. 2015) , which draws on the Australian Local One of these trends is difficulty in attracting young professionals to train as environmental health officers and building surveyors, and a particular difficulty in attracting women to train as building surveyors. Also with respect to women in the local government workforce, a contributing issue to the skills shortage in urban planning was identified as the ability to retain women in the profession: while equal numbers of men and women graduate as planners, there are around twice as many men as women practising as planners five years after graduation.
Professional organisations work closely with universities nationally to monitor training quality and to encourage the development or adaptation of courses as demand requires. These organisations encourage members to have a bachelor's degree qualification as the minimum training requirement.
Education and training approaches should assist in maintaining a balance between knowledge and experience, a crucial issue for each of the skill-shortage professions. Closer alignment between the vocational education and training (VET) and higher education (HE) sectors would contribute to finding this balance. Factors that promote the transition from VET to HE include: enhanced clarity of the relationship between recognised prior learning and the proposed degree; the quality of the VET qualification; ensuring foundation subjects for the degree are covered; and supporting students to be more university-ready. University students undertake work placements as part of their courses.
Training undertaken through work experience is an opportunity to support students to complete degrees and gain valuable experience of working within local government.
There is a need to develop more local-government-specific course material in the skills shortage areas, as well as new delivery modes that address the needs of smaller and rural and remote councils. creates an additional role for engineers who are planning to retire from the workforce and could also be incorporated as part of a workforce retention strategy.
Conclusions and implications
Local government has undergone significant policy-driven changes in recent decades, but continues to serve and support diverse metropolitan, regional, rural, remote and indigenous communities across Australia. The diversity within the sector is also reflected in access to modes of learning, and the programme inventory and survey undertaken within this study identified these as VET and tertiary qualifications, seminars, workshops, conferences, mentoring, e-learning and written reference material.
While survey participants were positive about their learning experiences -with almost 90% agreeing with the statement that 'my skills and abilities have improved'; and almost 80% agreeing that 'education and professional development has been inspiring and enjoyable' -a much lower level of satisfaction was gauged with respect to the degree of suitability of these learning experiences for the local government context. Just under 50% of survey participants felt that local government is not well catered for in education and professional development, and 40% did not think that 'relevant programmes for doing my current role well are accessible'.
Barriers to accessing education and professional development were identified by participants in sector consultations at individual, council and sector-wide levels. This exploratory study into workforce planning and development suggests that this activity is not accorded high strategic importance.
Themes within the literature outlined earlier in this paper which link the capacity to derive evidence from research, evaluation and learning to the capacity to achieve change and improvement, suggest that this lack of focus on workforce development is a factor inhibiting the local government sector from maximising its potential. With almost 200,000 employees and over 6,600 elected members, the unique nature of this sector requires a joined-up approach to develop programmes which facilitate better local leadership and governance.
Australian local government is significant in terms of both function and scale, and quality education and professional development are vital to ensure that the sector continues to respond to the changing needs of local communities, resourcing constraints, pressure from other sectors and skills shortages.
Presented with a list of programme development content and topics, survey participants were very interested in areas such 'strategy and vision', 'community engagement', 'governance and probity', 'workforce development' or 'change management'. Their responses point to an appetite and willingness within the sector at all levels to participate in learning opportunities which promote better managerial, leadership and community engagement skills.
The 'Learning in Local Government' study aimed to promote an education and training approach that:
is forward-looking and reflects the changing environment and role of local government; focuses equally on all employees across the sector and meets their personal needs to enhance their skills and develop their careers; and promotes seamless pathways between vocational and higher education and ongoing professional development.
Local government needs to be responsive to the needs and desires of its current and potential workforce in order to effectively compete for skilled and talented employees. Demand for workers is increasing, and there is a need to recruit a wide variety of skilled and semi-skilled labour to fully meet the sector's requirements. Taking a national approach to the identification of future learning needs for local government will enable sharing of information about sector needs and programme activities. It will also help to bridge the spatial isolation felt by some local government professionals, as well as improving programme viability by spreading courses more widely.
In summary, the study suggests the following approaches to future programme development for local government:
 collaborative programmes across jurisdictions and between providers;
 the facilitation of pathways between vocational and higher education;
 the provision of opportunities for peer learning and good practice exchange;
 a more expert use of e-learning on the part of both providers and users;
 training to support better workforce planning within councils;
 priority for initiatives in skills shortage areas.
